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Once again Congress is trying to do something about the Endangered Species Act, 
rightly called ``the most sacred of the environmental movement's sacred cows.'' All 
we can say is, ``Good luck,'' and the comment carries no sarcasm.  

     All reform efforts of the past 15 years have fallen victim to Washington head-
butting. There's a good argument that the 1973 act actually is now hurting the 
protection of nature's most fragile creatures because some landowners ``shoot, 
shovel and shut up.'' That is, they kill any species of interest, bury the carcass and 
say nothing.  

      Many landowners would be proud to cooperate in preserving species, but the 
deck is stacked against them.  

     Any landowner whose property is found to contain one of the more than 1,200 
species on the list of endangered and threatened species maintained by the Fish and 
Wildlife Service - or whose property used to be used by the critter and might be again 
- can find himself forbidden to do almost anything with his land, even farm it. There's 
no compensation for such ``regulatory takings,'' the courts have ruled, as long as 
some economic value remains.  

     Rep. Richard W. Pombo (R-Calif.), chairman of the House Resources Committee, 
is circulating a draft of a new act that contains several helpful provisions. Among 
other things, he would require that decisions be based on actual population data 
instead of computer models, limit ``critical habitat'' to areas actually used by the 
species and permit compensation if land value is reduced by 50 percent.  

     Alas, the environmental lobby is as obstinate as ever. ``A wrecking ball,'' was how 
Defenders of Wildlife described the draft.  

     Any bill should make clear what Congress really wants, and close the door on 
regulations masquerading as law. For example, does society want to protect species, 
or subspecies too? What about separate populations that are identical genetically to 
more widely dispersed and nonthreatened members?  

     The status quo is the worst option. The Fish and Wildlife Service is hopelessly 
backlogged. For 39 percent of the endangered list it can't even say whether things 
are getting better or worse. Only 30 species have ever been delisted. If there is to be 
any improvement at all, all parties are going to have to look for areas of compromise.
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